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Beyond dependency theory: a postcolonial analysis of educating Papua New Guinean 
high school students in Australian schools. 
 
Juliana Mohok McLaughlin, Oodgeroo Unit, Queensland University of Technology 
& Anne Hickling-Hudson, Faculty of Education, Queensland University of Technology 
 
Abstract 
This paper explores the social and educational implications of the Secondary Schools Scholarship 
Project (SSSP) in which Australia gave over a thousand adolescents from Papua New Guinea three-
year scholarships taken up in Australian High Schools. Drawing from postcolonial theory, the paper 
uses concepts of ambivalence, hybridity, hegemony, contradiction and national discourse to analyse an 
array of issues which would not be in the purview of dependency theory. These aspects include not 
only the cultural ‘border-crossings’ and tensions experienced by the PNG scholarship winners through 
their Australian sojourn and return to PNG, but also the complex ambiguities in the outcomes and 
implications of a foreign aid project for a decolonising country. The scholarship program illustrates the 
politics of foreign aid in education, including the contradictions of receiving aid from a donor country 
which is garnering substantial benefits from the recipient country, and the complexity of the 
postcolonial challenge of utilising this aid in a way that meets national educational goals in a 
globalizing world.  
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Introduction 
This paper explores the social and educational implications of an Australian aid project which 
gave over a thousand adolescents from Papua New Guinea three-year scholarships taken up in 
Australian High Schools.  The Secondary Schools Scholarship Project (SSSP) was funded by 
Australian aid from 1989-2002 with the goal of improving PNG’s educational capacity.  The 
case study is analysed from a postcolonial perspective to bring up questions of the 
implications of foreign aid from wealthy donors for the education and social systems of 
developing countries. The politics of foreign aid requires to us consider the extent to which 
the model of aid relations locks recipients into perpetuating patterns of education which may 
be problematic for national development. It is important to discuss the extent to which 
legacies of dependence on aid donors, and their arguably contradictory outcomes, continue in 
the era of globalisation. The paper therefore throws light on the broader question of neo-
colonialism within postcolonialism.  
 
Foreign aid and the PNG context: postcolonial questions 
Postcolonialism as a theoretical approach displaces dependency theory, which informed much 
of the anti-colonial critique during the second half of the 20th century. Tikly (2001:251) points 
out that the limitations of dependency theory from a postcolonial perspective include that ‘it 
is primarily an economic theory of underdevelopment which does not lend itself easily to an 
analysis of issues of race, culture, language and identity’, and that ‘little attention is given to 
the contradictory effects of colonial education or to the development of educational 
alternatives and cultural resistance’. These limitations make it inadequate for exploring the 
implications of foreign aid in general and scholarship programs in particular. Postcolonial 
theory in addressing the effects of colonisation more broadly, explores the philosophical, 
political, economic and socio-cultural consequences of European and European-derived 
imperial rule and decolonisation across the globe. The ‘post’ in postcolonialism is both 
temporal, in the sense of emphasising the process of decolonisation, and analytical in the 
sense of contesting the aftermath of colonialism by probing issues of domination, resistance, 
subversion, contradiction and ambiguity. Said (1978) and Bhabha (1994) speak of 
postcolonial projects which can create a situation beyond colonial discourse. Postcolonial 
theory, with its challenges to Western knowledge construction, representation and truth 
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claims (Hickling-Hudson, Matthews and Woods, 2004:4) and its engagement with 
globalisation’s consequences for developing countries at the turn of the 20th century (Tikly 
2004a, 2004b), is particularly apt for exploring the implications of educational colonialism 
and decolonisation in PNG, given that nation’s immersion in a relatively recent period of 
European and Australian-imposed colonialism and in three decades of decolonisation.  
 
Postcolonial analysis necessarily starts with the historical context, which is crucial to 
understanding the relationships of donor and recipient in the foreign aid process. The 
Secondary Schools Scholarship Project was conceptualised in the particular circumstances of 
Australia’s colonial and neo-colonial relationships with Papua New Guinea. The relatively 
late colonisation of PNG and the minimal attention paid by the colonial powers to 
infrastructural development meant that the education system remained underdeveloped. 
Various Christian missions introduced western education in the 19th century, but education 
remained limited mainly to preparing small numbers for religious duties and to assist colonial 
administration. Papua became a British colony, while New Guinea became a German colony 
in 1884. New Guinea was transferred to Australia in 1906. At first Australia governed Papua 
and New Guinea separately, but with the events of World War 2, including the 1942 Japanese 
invasion, the two territories were combined under a single Australian administration in 1946 
(Hudson, 1974). After two years of self-government from 1973, Papua New Guinea became 
an independent state in 1975, faced with the challenge of forging a western-style nation out of 
an immense diversity of hundreds of ethnic groups and traditions of paternalistic and 
exploitative western colonialism.  
 
The first secondary schools were established in 1962 (Conroy, 1982). This was followed by 
rapid expansion, with secondary school enrolments growing from 6,913 in 1965 to 27,915 in 
1974. This period saw the establishment of the University of PNG, the University of 
Technology and some technical schools. The educational system had come a long way from 
the blatant racism that had limited its development in early colonial days, when governor 
Murray stated in 1912: “I do not think that we should attempt to give the Papuan anything in 
the nature of higher education, nor do I think that we should even dream of conferring upon 
him (sic) any political rights. He is inferior to the European and, if we wish to avoid trouble, 
we should not forget this and should never look upon him as a social and political equal” 
(Murray, quoted in Dickson, 1976:23). Yet despite the rapid educational growth of the 1970s 
and 80s, even by the early 1990s the goals of universal primary education were far from 
having been realised, and access to secondary schools was still extremely limited. Most of 
these schools offered only a Year 7-10 level of education with an approximate enrolment of 
33% of primary school graduates.  Wastage is so high that very few proceed to higher education.  
 
Against this background of educational underdevelopment, it can be seen that overseas aid 
would play a significant role in helping to build the capacity of the system. Australia 
continues to provide major contributions to current educational reforms in PNG, and 
substantial educational aid is also provided by the World Bank. Aid flows finance the 
development of educational infrastructure, the expansion of the system, quality upgrading, 
curriculum development and overseas scholarships. In the mid 1990s the World Bank funded 
half the costs of the Education Development Project which aimed at assisting the Educational 
For All (EFA) reform process (GoPNG & UNICEF, 1996). With PNG formal education 
evolving from traditional colonialism, can projects dependent on foreign aid be accused of a 
perpetuation of colonial legacies? Are such projects the foundation of ambivalence, 
contradictions and confusion in the society and its institutions?  This paper discusses such 
questions in the larger context of understanding the educational implications of neo-
colonialism, ‘the control of states by external powers despite the formal appearance of 
constitutional independence’ (Bray 1993:334).  
 
Many of the scholarly debates about foreign aid to education took place during the latter half of 
the 20th century, pointing out that relationships between aid donor and recipients continue in the 
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neo-colonial tradition (see, for example, the Special Issue of Comparative Education, Vol. 29 
No. 3, 1992, on ‘Aid and Education in the South Pacific’). Today, the impact of globalisation 
adds both negative dimensions, in the sense of increasing the vulnerability of the region to a neo-
colonial type of economic and cultural penetration, and positive dimensions in the sense of the 
possibility of utilizing global opportunities for resisting what Tikly (2004) describes as the ‘new 
imperialism’ of disciplinary mechanisms of control, and for reconstructing the idea of 
emancipatory social action. Discussions of the SSSP case study reveal how these relationships of 
foreign aid can be analysed through a postcolonial framework.     
 
PNG Secondary School Scholarships Project as Foreign Aid 
Underlying the drive of postcolonial governments to improve their countries’ education 
systems is the concept that the education and deployment of the human resources of a nation, 
more than its raw materials or capital, ultimately determines and shapes the pattern, rate and 
character of its economic, social and political development (Luteru,1991). This has been the 
basis of the variety of strategies utilised by the government of PNG to bring about the rapid 
expansion of the secondary education system. One of these strategies was the proposal in 1985 
by the PNG Prime Minister that Australia provide a scholarship scheme for secondary school 
students to complete senior secondary education in Australia.  In response, the Australian 
Foreign Minister in 1988, initiated the Papua New Guinea Secondary School Scholarships 
Project (SSSP) as part of the Australia-PNG Treaty on Development Cooperation.  Academically 
high achievers, those scoring A and B grades in Year 10 in PNG high schools, were eligible to 
apply for the scholarship. For PNG, the project had the two main aims of increasing the 
number of secondary school graduates eligible for post-secondary education in PNG, and 
preparing school leavers who would become good managerial and technical trainees.  For 
Australia, high schools would benefit from an injection of funds to educate the PNG students. 
An additional benefit was seen as the establishment of close personal links between PNG and 
Australian students (AIDAB, 1995, p. 4; AusAID, 1996, p.18). The SSSP had the further 
benefit of being a project seen as suitable by both governments as part of the new regime of 
‘tied aid’. In the early years of independence, the PNG government had utilized Australian 
funding in the form of ‘budget support’ to fund education, and had the right to decide how 
this funding was to be used. By 1989, this independence was no longer possible. ‘Budget 
support’ came to an end, and funding was controlled by AusAID. Decisions were made in 
collaboration with nationals, but in the end, the wishes of donor agencies prevailed.  
 
By the end of 1997, approximately 915 PNG students had graduated from Australian secondary 
schools.  A gradual reduction in student enrolments and the ending of the project in 2001 was 
due to an expansion of senior secondary education in PNG, made possible by the educational 
reforms of the 1990s in which several further projects for the expansion of upper secondary 
education were funded by foreign aid. Donors included the Japanese Government, the 
Government of the People’s Republic of China, the European Union, the World Bank and 
AusAID. Grade 11 enrolments rose from about 1000 per annum in 1993 to about 4000 in 1999, 
an increase of 26% per annum (AusAID, 2000, p. 20). 
 
An independent study of the outcomes of the SSSP educational project for PNG carried out by 
Juliana Mohok McLaughlin (2002) focused on the recipients’ experiences in Australian private 
boarding schools and their educational and employment opportunities on return to PNG.  This 
study found that the project had been successful in its aim to increase the number of Year 12 
graduates, thus increasing the pool of students eligible for enrolment in PNG universities.  By 
1994, there were 441 graduates, and 82% of these enrolled in universities and other tertiary 
institutions in PNG (AIDAB, 1995). The study of the responses of 131 SSSP participants who 
had returned to PNG after completing three years of senior high schooling in Australia, was 
carried out through interviews, focus group discussions and a qualitative survey. An analysis of 
these responses revealed the complexities embedded in the structures and provisions of foreign 
assistance by exposing the ambiguities and contradictions in the experiences of the participants 
on project completion. For example, all of the returnees who participated in the study reported 
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that they had benefited from the academic, social and cultural experiences in Australian 
secondary schools. On the other hand, many expressed concern that their participation in the 
program had not only compromised their chances of enrolling in desired courses at their 
preferred universities in PNG, but also had made it difficult to re-integrate in a comfortable way 
into PNG society. This paper discusses how issues such as these throw light on the broader 
imperative of considering the appropriateness of funding secondary overseas scholarships as a 
form of foreign aid for PNG and similar developing countries.     
 
Ambivalent Identities 
While most scholarship recipients conformed to expectations of Australian schools and society, 
the acceptance of these students into PNG institutions and society proved problematic. The  
social identities which they had developed during three years in Australia were rejected by the 
PNG communities, pressuring returnees to re-create an appropriate identity which supported their 
acceptance into the PNG society.   
 
Placing young PNG secondary students in Australian schools proved to be a challenge for 
scholarship recipients as they struggled to conform to expectations of these schools. To some 
extent, the requirements of the Australian schools demanded the creation of responses which the 
recipients found problematic. Educated Papua New Guineans are fluent in English, but at first 
have trouble following the Australian vernacular and accent. One returnee commented that 
language difficulties caused her to become shy and withdrawn. Another tried to cope with the 
language problem by pretending that he understood, but his difficulties caused him to dread 
classes. On the return home, re-acculturation into the PNG context became difficult, since 
identity constructed in Australia is not always appropriate in a non-western context.  Western 
acculturation becomes a feature that elicits resistance. Many in PNG society displayed anti-
colonial resistance to the exhibition of what they saw as ‘colonial’ cultural manifestations. 
Ambivalence is shown in the tendency to ‘put down’ the young people who had gained the 
benefits of overseas schooling. So strong was the disapproval shown to some of the SSSP 
returnees, that in some cases they decided not to continue with their university education. The 
emergence of ambivalent cultural identities of the SSSP recipients is shown by their response 
to try to re-fashion a persona to suit their environments, while holding some resentment about 
the pressures of conflicting expectations: 
In Australia, they accuse of you of being too quiet.  You return to PNG and they 
accuse you of being too loud.  You get knocked in Australia because you are a 
foreigner.  You get knocked in PNG because you act and speak differently.  Where do 
you go? (Recipient # 7).   
 
The shaping of a new kind of cultural hybridity was no straightforward matter, given that the 
responses of many SSSP recipients showed that they shared the strong desire of the educated 
elite in PNG for the Australian version of the western lifestyle (Bacchus, 1987). Many 
western-educated Papua New Guineans aspire to be like Australians, and yet this way of 
thinking is deeply ambivalent in that it often coexists with a strong repulsion against some 
manifestations of Australian culture. Reconstruction of the identity created in Australia 
required the ability to negotiate between the requirements of Australian cultural practices and 
Melanesian ones.   
 
On the positive side, the difficulties and challenges of the experience for SSSP recipients led 
most of them to develop personal independence and resilience. The difficulties of settling into the 
Australian school system and facing some degree of resentment on the return home were to some 
extent countered by the recipients’ experiences of broadening their horizons and insights into 
global issues. An interviewee discussed how SSSP graduates could be utilised in rural campaigns 
against HIV/AIDS which was just beginning to spread in PNG at the end of the 1980s (Recipient 
# 8).  Their awareness of what was involved in the AIDS epidemic had been possible through an 
open education system in Australia that sensitised students to the dangers of the virus.  A degree 
of justification of the SSSP could be derived from the fact that most of the recipients gained 
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much personal and professional benefit by the cross-cultural experience of living in another 
society. One recipient appreciated particularly the opportunity of learning about other cultural 
backgrounds and of becoming more independent (Recipient # 10) 
Another very important factor associated with identity in a national context is that migration 
is a possibility for people who have experienced better scholastic opportunities in the aid 
donor countries (Altbach, 1985; Myers, 1983; Maung, 1998).  Qualitative survey results 
indicated that 75% SSSP returnees wanted to initially seek further education in Australia, and 
then consider migration, while 24% indicated the desire to migrate.  A staggering 98% of the 
respondents indicated they would accept employment opportunities in Australia if the 
opportunity arose. This may have been a consequence of the exposure of the recipients to the 
superior facilities of the education system of a wealthy, developed country. Undesirable 
behaviour was sometimes displayed by some of the returnees when they encountered facilities 
in tertiary institutions at home as being of poor quality and styles of teaching as being 
different. 
A colonial legacy in PNG is the attitude of some towards ‘white’ foreigners.  There is still the 
mentality that the ‘master’ is superior and should be served before Papua New Guineans, or 
whatever is recommended by the ‘white’ person must be good for locals. Some of the 
returnees, as a result of having lived in Australia, had developed enough confidence and 
sophistication to reject this attitude. One young woman described how she learnt that ‘white’ 
is not always ‘right’, and that blacks could be assertive, lessons which were particularly 
relevant for her work with a foreign embassy: 
One attitude with Papua New Guineans is that the white man is always right.  When I 
was in Brisbane, I learnt that the white man is not always right….I get all kinds… 
who think that (because) they are white… they can do whatever they want.  I’ve 
learnt that…just because I’m black does not mean you can walk all over me…No, 
before going to Australia, I wouldn’t even think of questioning the white man… 
(Recipient # 2). 
 
Post-school opportunities: a ‘raw deal’?  
Another ambiguous outcome of the SSSP was its contribution to government goals for secondary 
school expansion, on the one hand, but on the other hand, the disillusionment felt by many 
individual returnees that their Australian school leaving certificate failed to get them a desired 
university place. A common perception among the returnees in this study (McLaughlin, 2002) 
was that participation in the SSSP had compromised their career chances in PNG.  This was 
based on the observation that students who had done their senior schooling in PNG had been 
able to improve academically while SSSP recipients were studying in Australia.  The 
scholarship winners had been required to repeat Year 10 in Australia to become prepared for 
Australian senior secondary grades. The students who did not go to Australia enrolled in 
desired university courses in PNG a year before their SSSP counterparts returned from 
Australian schools. One SSSP returnee felt lucky to have gained entrance to a PNG 
university, but was angry that some of her colleagues got no university place: 
I think I am very lucky to be here.  Perhaps they considered my leadership role in the 
Australian school (head girl).  I know students who performed very well in 
Australia…They did not get a place in any university here.  I think that we were 
given a raw deal.  We were sent to Australia because we were A students in year 
10…But when we returned, our friends who remained in PNG are one year ahead of 
us and easily secured places at universities…It is not fair (Recipient # 7).  
The PNG government achieved considerable expansion of the secondary school sector by means 
of both the SSSP scholarships and World Bank loans between 1989 and 2002. By 1995, the 
numbers of secondary school graduates had quadrupled, and enough expansion of the tertiary 
education sector took place to facilitate the provision of places for 82% of the returnees, but not 
necessarily where they wanted to study.  The older universities, the University of PNG (UPNG) 
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and University of Technology (Unitech), retained status and privileges beyond the newer 
universities established in the 1990s (the University of Goroka and two private religious 
foundations, Divine Word University and the Pacific Adventist University) and the vocational 
institutions such as teachers and medical colleges.  Many returnees expressed disappointment at 
having to study at these newer tertiary institutions, as this comment showed: 
I received my offer through the mail.  I didn’t know about this place (laughing).  I just 
have to come here because if I stayed at home, people will laugh at me.  They’d say 
that I had gone to Australia and now I can’t even get a job or go to a university…so I 
just came  (Recipient in Focus Group # 6). 
Given the difficulties of learning a different curriculum, and academic competition with some of 
the elite students in Australian private schools, most SSSP scholarship winners were not among 
the high achievers compared to their Australian counterparts, though they graduated (AIDAB, 
1995).  When they returned, SSSP recipients found that there was confusion about how far the 
Australian grades were ‘equivalent’ to PNG grades assessing year 12 curriculum and 
examinations.  Most of the participants in the study felt their results had not been fairly compared 
with those of their counterparts who had done senior schooling in PNG.  As one put it:  
They [the project coordinating group] are always talking about marks in terms of A 
or B.  But they really have never made sure an Australian A was equivalent to a PNG 
A….a lot of the students returning from Australia do not qualify for government 
scholarships or places at the universities.  It is not fair.  We are victims of the system 
(Recipient in Focus Group # 2). 
It can be argued that important educational issues were overlooked during the operations of the 
project. This study demonstrated how politics of bilateral relations can take precedence over the 
planning of academic issues, which can lead to much frustration and disappointment with an 
educational innovation created to support educational capacity in a developing country.    
 
Elitism, Hegemony and Ethnic Obligations 
Western education in most developing countries creates an educated elite which eventually 
occupies powerful and hegemonic political and social positions (Altbach, 1985). The goals of 
equality and participation are two important elements in the PNG Philosophy of Education 
(Matane, 1986). These goals attempt to contest hegemony by affirming the right of all to an 
education that negates ignorance, oppression and domination. The power and influence 
exercised by the elite act against this desire for and articulation of equality, although some 
members of the elite choose solidarity with the struggle to attain this goal. Unequal social 
patterns are maintained by selection into high-status educational institutions, the increasing 
reduction of employment opportunities, and limited participation for women in social and 
economic activities (Gibson, 1990; GoPNG & UNICEF; 1996).    
 
The rise of the PNG elite and their alienation from the traditional lifestyle, needs and feelings 
of the majority of the population has been discussed by Gewertz & Errington (1999).  The 
research findings of this study suggested that the operations of the SSSP acted to reinforce 
elite hegemony rather than promote increasing equality. The selection of only the top 4% of 
grade 10 students (on a merit basis) discriminated against other students who probably 
deserved a chance to make a break from their own financially impoverished backgrounds.  
For instance, results of the qualitative survey undertaken by the study indicated that 72% were 
the offspring of professional parents (fathers) in contrast with 22% whose fathers were 
subsistence farmers.  Moreover, 64% of the respondents were the offspring of well-educated 
fathers (with the completion of year 12 to university degrees) in contrast with 18% who had 
fathers with no formal schooling, and 4% with primary education only.  Selection for SSSP 
was based on academic merit, but this did not take the inequality of family backgrounds into 
account. The project therefore discriminated against Papua New Guineans families with 
limited formal education or social privilege. Those that truly needed assistance were unlikely 
to have received it. 
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One of the project aims sought to prepare a group which would become good managerial and 
technical trainees (AIDAB, 1990; 1995).  Interviews illustrated the personal motivations and 
ambitions of SSSP returnees in obtaining a job, and gave some insight into employment 
opportunities. While the banking and hospitality industries were eager to recruit overseas-
educated personnel, this was not common in other sectors. Some of the SSSP graduates 
remained unemployed for a few years after their return to PNG. Others who did not obtain 
tertiary education places, or jobs in banks or hotels, took up a variety of non-professional 
occupations, free-lancing in the media, entertainment, shops, restaurants etc. The experiences 
of some SSSP returnees who had graduated from PNG universities suggested that even with a 
university degree it was easier to obtain a job if one had influential social connections.   
With regard to employment and elitism, a factor that deserves attention is that of PNG 
traditional family relationships and the obligations of looking after families and other 
‘wantoks’ (those from the same ethnic background or linguistic group). This is a major 
feature of Melanesian culture, although from a western perspective, this is an example of 
nepotism and internal colonialism.  The ambivalent role of wantok in modern PNG society 
demands understanding from a postcolonial perspective. Demonstrating responsibility for 
ethnic kinship may in the process secure acceptance to the tribal group.  What needs to be 
understood is that this responsibility is significant enough to influence bureaucratic decision-
making and leadership practices in postcolonial societies with high levels of traditional social 
obligation, such as PNG.       
 
Self Reliance? 
Self reliance is an important goal of PNG’s educational philosophy (Matane, 1986).  This goal is 
apparently contradicted by the PNG Government’s constant need for foreign financial assistance.  
The question is whether the practice of requesting and accepting foreign aid for educational 
development such as the expansion of secondary schooling is a contradiction of the goal of self 
reliance, or a necessary foundation for progressing towards that goal. It may be that educational 
grants such as the high school scholarships of the SSSP tend to lead to insufficient national action 
while waiting for aid to fix the problem, as is suggested by the common reaction among Papua 
New Guineans “noken wari, AusAID bai i stretim (don’t worry, AusAID will fix it” (McLaughlin, 
2002).  On the other hand, Papua New Guineans may be justified in arguing that as much aid as 
possible is essential given the enormous shortfalls in education that must be addressed if 
educational planning goals are to be met.  
 
The cost of funding PNG students to attend Australian high schools for three years was 
phenomenal. Up to 1995, Australia was paying $11 million a year for the scheme (AIDAB, 
1995). However, the $11 million classified as aid to help expand PNG’s secondary education 
capacity was expended entirely in Australian institutions – the elite private boarding schools and 
other Australian service providers. If foreign aid is supposed to be for poverty alleviation in 
developing countries, (Jarrett, 1994; Simons, 1997), it may be asked why aid in the form of the 
SSSP was so beneficial to the Australian education system. It seems to be an illustration of aid 
being driven by the priorities of the donor agencies (Bray, 1993; Kilby, 1996; Luteru, 1991). As 
Luteru and Teasdale point out with regard to bilateral education aid from Australia and New 
Zealand, ‘the prime commitment of the two governments is the support of their own strategic, 
commercial and political interests’ (1993:303). 
 
The PNG National Department of Education had to allocate further funding to this project to 
cover internal costs.  Parents paid the Department the sum of K200 a year as a contribution 
towards their child’s scholarship, and in addition, funding of K0.3 million was allocated to the 
project operations each year (PNG/ World Bank 1999, p.34; NDOE, 1995). One result of this 
was that other aspects of educational expansion, such as teachers and infrastructure, were less 
provided for in PNG.  This exacerbated local perceptions of the declining quality of education 
(GoPNG / World Bank, 1999).  
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An insightful paper by Guthrie (2002) about Australian funding of university scholarships for 
PNG students helps us to consider whether Australian aid for the SSSP could have been better 
spent. Guthrie’s argument that aid is often a form of international trade conducted in the 
interests of donors is relevant to the consideration of programs of overseas high schooling like 
the SSSP. This view argues that university scholarships to Australia for PNG students amount 
to a subsidy of rich Australian universities at the expense of poor developing country ones. 
Aid worth $11 million annually sends PNG students to Australian universities. Spending this 
aid at the University of Goroka (UOG) could almost quadruple its budget and raise its student 
numbers by 270%, from 920 to 2510 (Guthrie 2002:330). ‘Developmentally, this would allow 
UOG to meet the shortfall of secondary and technical teachers in Papua New Guinea by 
increasing annual output by some 500 badly needed secondary and technical teachers a 
year….In effect, the opportunity cost of 375 Australian Development Scholarships in Papua 
New Guinea is to deprive another 2,135 students a year of the chance to study at university’ 
(Guthrie 2002: 331). It has to be asked how PNG secondary education might have developed 
with the investment in it of the $11million a year that went into sending SSSP recipients to 
Australian schools.  
 
It has been noted that unprecedented availability of foreign finance for lending to education in 
developing countries creates an illusion of the government’s responsiveness to educational 
development needs (Jones, 1997).  Bray (1993) argued that in the end some countries are 
repaying loans for questionable purposes.  As pointed out by Hurst (1983:433), developing 
countries need to be highly selective about aid as a remedy for their problems. A price is paid 
in possible neo-colonial dependence. When aid disproportionately benefits the donor, and 
when financial contributions from developing countries (particularly from poor working and 
under class parents) allows the donor to retain its actual capital under the disguise of foreign 
aid, serious questions of social justice must be raised.  
 
Provocative issues 
In our view, the fundamental issue of concern in the case study of the SSSP is that of the 
nature of self reliance, self-determination and their relationship to foreign aid. An exploration 
of this framework stimulates deeper probing of the questions brought up in this paper - the 
forging of cultural identity in an era of globalisation, the reinforcement of rather than 
challenge to western style hegemony, and the inadequacies of educational planning. 
 
Self-determination and foreign aid in context 
Australian aid is commonly praised, such as in Callick’s (1996) comment that ‘Australia has 
continued to be a highly benevolent donor (to PNG), providing $70 million – on top of its annual 
$325 million aid – to the World Bank-coordinated  structural adjustment package that helped the 
country out of its foreign exchange crisis in 1995’. However, aid must be seen in the context of 
the bigger picture of the enormous wealth that Australia garners from PNG through investments 
and resource ownership and control. PNG is in the classic neo-colonial situation of continuing to 
be a substantial source of raw materials which are undervalued, and of having limited success in 
addressing the problems of a seriously underdeveloped economy (Connell 2004). Australian 
company control dominates the profitable PNG minerals sector, particularly in gold, copper, oil 
and gas (Editorial WSWS, 2003:4).  Australian business is also prominent in retail, banking and 
many other areas, making it difficult for local enterprise to develop. In a country in which 85% of 
the people rely on agriculture, a large proportion of essential foodstuff is imported, as are almost 
all manufactured goods (Editorial, Asiaweek, 1997). This situation demands attention to the view 
that Australia provides ‘boomerang aid’, in which ‘much of the Australian aid program is now 
delivered by Australian companies primarily concerned with making profit….’ (O’Connor, 
2003). In spite of PNG following the economic strategy of privatisation and the slashing of 
government expenditure dictated by the IMF and World Bank, its economic circumstances are 
severe, with a debt  of 80% of GDP, interest rates and inflation at 20%, and ranking last among 
Pacific Island states on the UNDP’s human development index and poverty index’ (Editorial, 
WSWS, 2003). PNG’s GNP per capita is the equivalent of US$897 (compared to Australia’s 
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$24,203), and an estimated 40 percent of the population now lives on less than A$1 a day 
(Connell 2004: 1 & 3). Relevant questions are: how does a country move towards ‘self-reliance’ 
from this basis of economic and structural weakness? And how would greater control of 
resources by PNG lead to independent decisions in its improvement of education? 
 
Ideally the wider markets and new demands of the global economy should provide PNG with 
greater opportunities for driving the development of linkage industries, services and trade based 
on increasing local utilization of its raw materials and other assets. This would allow the nation to 
obtain more benefits from its natural wealth. However this is unlikely to be achieved without 
effective political organisation that can challenge western hegemony (Tikly, 2004:190), and a 
disciplined workforce educated to higher levels than can be provided for by PNG’s still 
underdeveloped education system.  
 
 
Aid may well not be as generous as it seems. Some foreign funded educational projects not only 
sustain the donor more extensively than the recipient, but also can be debilitating to the recipient. 
The case of the SSSP and perhaps of other similar projects at the tertiary level expose PNG’s 
weak bargaining position in relation to educational aid.  Education planners need to provide a 
more realistic view of the possibilities of aid and appropriate uses of aid.  The pursuit of self 
reliance /self-determination would require restructuring education to promote economic and 
cultural development for the benefit of all sections of the population. Such policies necessitate an 
acute awareness of how to challenge and overcome hidden agendas that may be keeping the 
country locked into a model of neo-colonial domination.   
 
Cultural identity, decolonization and globalization 
SSSP students went through a difficult period of identity change during their sojourn in 
Australia and on their return to PNG. While they developed confidence to the point where 
their hybrid identities were consonant with the fluid identities of globalisation, their 
westernised ways of thinking, cultural practices and values became problematic in the PNG 
context, as a majority of the population still hold traditional values and cultural practices. 
PNG came late to the development of a national culture. As a newly independent nation 
consisting of several hundred diverse ethnic groups and languages, it has had to try to forge a 
national identity based to some extent on the unifying tendency of the English language and 
other elements of its experience of Australian colonialism. The impact of colonialism and 
neo-colonialism have seen ‘the weakening of the relational links that provided the basis for 
‘traditional’ identities …by the western model of economic self-interest, the disappearance of 
initiation rituals and diminished expectations for…ceremonial exchange’ (Demerath, 2003). 
The country has a highly ambivalent relationship with Australia, allowing its former colonial 
owner major economic and social concessions, accepting the tutelage of Australian aid as part 
of broader aid relationships, adopting and adapting selected elements of Australian lifestyles, 
yet expressing resentment and repulsion towards Australia in some of its relationships.  
 
The SSSP returnees were caught up in these contradictions, plus having to negotiate the 
globalizing currents of change which were additionally dislocating conventional national 
culture. Globalization affects PNG, as it does other countries, with the three overlapping 
trends of (i) the erosion of national identities by the increase of cultural homogenization and 
the ‘global post-modern’ (ii) the strengthening of national and other local or particularistic 
identities by resistance to globalization, and (iii) the gradual displacement of old national 
identities with new identities of hybridity (Hall, 1992: 300). In this context, the Australian 
experience of the SSSP students was likely to have pushed them into heightened 
responsibilities for the creation of subjective selves and social arenas that enable more self-
expression and personal choice (Demerath, 2003; Gewertz and Errington, 1996), while the 
necessity of finding a suitable niche in PNG may have pulled them back into more collective, 
socially-responsible yet ethnically-particularistic local norms. We argue that the postcolonial 
analysis of the SSSP returnees and their contexts could inspire the PNG education system to 
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develop appropriate programs and curricula that recognise the particular challenges of change 
and globalization in a developing nation. 
 
Elite hegemony 
While the generous funding of the SSSP met the goal of boosting numbers of grade 12 
graduates, its practices were more likely to have maintained rather than contested elite 
hegemonic patterns. Conventional Western schooling almost inevitably produces an elite. The 
important question is the extent to which members of this elite are educated to commit 
themselves to goals of development that would advance equity, well-being and self-
determination in their countries. It has been suggested that some models of overseas 
scholarships, such as those provided by Cuba to other developing countries, focus on 
preparing young people for development work in their own countries (see Hickling-Hudson 
2000, 2004: 301). From interviews with SSSP recipients, it appeared that nearly all of them 
were keen to return to Australia, some to migrate, others to study. PNG planners need to 
consider the extent to which such a trend, if put into practice, could constitute a debilitating 
‘brain drain’ of skilled and educated people, or a welcome broadening of the skills and 
mobility that might contribute to positive economic and cultural exchange and development 
in the context of globalization.  
 
Educational planning 
Developing countries can experience undesirable consequences of foreign aid if they have not 
undertaken careful preliminary educational planning as to its uses (see Arnove, 1982; Jones, 
1992). A country in the weak financial position of PNG cannot afford to neglect careful 
planning for the best possible use of over a thousand expensively educated young people in 
national development. Adequate planning would include ensuring that sufficient places at 
university and in other tertiary education institutions were available for the SSSP graduates in 
nationally valuable programs in PNG and in other countries where necessary. It may be 
desirable to get scholarship winners to commit an agreed period of work to their home 
countries, in recognition of the opportunities that they have been given. On the other hand, it 
may be difficult or impossible to get young people to subsume their personal goals to the 
perceived needs of national development.  As Luteru and Teasdale point out, Pacific countries 
need to be as professional, thorough and realistic as possible at all stages of the development 
assistance process (1993:304). The ideal is for aid to be utilized as a catalyst to carefully 
considered development goals that may have to challenge the pressures for the neo-liberal 
type of dependent ‘growth’ still expected of low-income countries in the global era (Tikly, 
2004). However, the question may be raised as to whether there is the capacity in many newly 
independent countries to weave together the challenging demands of (i) sophisticated 
educational integrated with national planning, (ii) bringing transparency and accountability to 
the processes of decision making and implementation, and (iii) at the same time leaving room 
for nationals to decide on how they will respond to the attractions and opportunities of 
globalization. 
 
Conclusion 
The SSSP case study provides lessons for South Pacific countries, which are caught up as 
much as PNG is on reliance on foreign aid to fund their educational and other developments 
(Luteru and Teasdale, 1993). Probing the concepts of ambivalence, hybridity, hegemony and 
discourses of national goals and governance provides insight into an array of aspects which 
would not be in the purview of dependency theory. These aspects include not only the cultural 
‘border-crossings’ and tensions experienced by the PNG scholarship winners through their 
Australian sojourn and return to PNG, but also the complex ambiguities in the outcomes and 
implications of a foreign aid project for a decolonising country.  
 
The experience of the SSSP foregrounds important policy challenges. Governments 
facilitating decolonisation have to consider how best to how to build equity in the educational 
system while at the same time encouraging highly developed skills and egalitarian 
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commitment among the elite. They have to acknowledge that foreign aid and other forms of 
external investment are currently crucial to educational development, yet recognise the 
dangers of over-dependence on neo-colonial assumptions about how this funding should be 
used. They may be faced with the problem that the administrators and recipients of aid could 
be trapped in contradictions such as having to juggle their responsibilities in Western 
bureaucratic systems with their obligations to traditional ethnic / tribal groups. How 
governments respond to this ambivalence becomes a critical factor for their credibility.  Most 
importantly, they need to articulate carefully-planned yet democratic visions and goals for 
education which might indicate a different way of orienting policy and change. Aid would be 
expected to support this framework. The ongoing dilemma for educational policy makers and 
leaders in PNG as well as other postcolonial states is to use all the bilateral and multilateral 
assistance they can get, but as far as possible on their own terms, to develop educational 
capacity which can improve their prospects within a globalizing world. 
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